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Abstract
Originating in India, Buddhism has spread throughout the world,
eventually developing into two main branches known as Theravada and
Mayahana. Within these two branches, Buddhism has further diversified its
teachings with the establishment of numerous schools, each promoting their own
sutras with different approaches to enlightenment. One such sect is Tibetan
Buddhism, which has disseminated beyond the political boundaries of Tibet,
promoting its teachings in parts of India, Nepal, Bhutan, and Sikkim. Sikkimese
monastic structures evolved from and within the practice of Tibetan Buddhism,
while simultaneously incorporating the indigenous living cultures of the
Sikkimese local people. The royal monastery of Tsuklakhang, located in the
capital city of Sikkim and built in the 1920s, provides an ideal example of a
Sikkimese monastery that incorporates both the traditions of Buddhism and
Sikkim.
My Capstone Project focuses on the surviving Buddhist jewel of
Tsuklakhang by locating this unique architectural complex within the broader
realm of Buddhism while simultaneously addressing regional Lamaist influences.
With the generous funding of the Renée Crown Honors program’s Wise-Marcus
Award, the vast majority of my research was conducted and obtained during a
three-week visit to Sikkim. While in the capital city of Gangtok, I documented the
complex functions of the royal monastery as well as their impact on contemporary
Sikkimese society. Further, a London-based photographer, Xavier Rashid, and I
specifically photographed and researched the iconography embedded within the

interior wall murals of Tsuklakhang’s main temple. Centered around fifteen
carefully selected images of the murals, my thesis overall discusses multiple
aspects of Tsuklakhang, focusing on monastic structure, symbolic wall murals,
and Buddhist and indigenous festivals. The royal monastery of Tsuklakhang
ultimately illuminates art historical traditions and culture within this remote
Indian state of Sikkim.

© Katharine James, April 2012.
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Chapter One
Introduction

Since its origin in India, Buddhism has spread throughout the world,
developing into two main branches called Theravada and Mahayana.1 Within
these two branches, Buddhism has further diversified its teachings with the
establishment of numerous schools, each promoting their own sutras with
different approaches to enlightenment. One such sect is Tibetan Buddhism, which
spread beyond the political boundaries of Tibet, promoting its teachings in parts
of India, Nepal, Bhutan, and Sikkim. Sikkimese monastic structures evolved from
and within the practice of Tibetan Buddhism, while simultaneously incorporating
the indigenous living cultures of the Sikkimese local people. The royal monastery
of Tsuklakhang, located in the capital city of Sikkim and built in the 1920s,
provides an ideal example of a Sikkimese monastery that incorporates both
Buddhist and local traditions.

1

These two denominations of Buddhism grew out of the splitting of the sangha, or monastic
community of monks and followers, in the first century BCE. Theravada Buddhism is usually
referred to as the pristine doctrine with the term meaning “doctrine of the elders.” This translation
specifically refers to the elders or senior monks who preserved the original traditions of
Buddhism, including a philosophy with rules of conduct and ethics. Theravada Buddhists refer to
Buddhism as not merely a doctrine, but as an encompassing phenomenon in history. Splitting in
the first century BCE, Mahayana Buddhism aids all sentient beings, not just human beings, in their
achievement of enlightenment. While Mahayana monks adhere to rules and teachings formulated
by non-Mayahana traditions, they follow their own teachings of allowing adaptation to the needs
of individuals, which they believe indicates the wisdom and compassion of the Omniscient
Buddha. The Mayahanists added a Supreme Being and other divinities, chiefly the bodhisattvas,
“who refuse to enter Nirvana and obtain emancipation until all suffering humanity is saved.” For
more about Theravada and Mayahana Buddhism, see Richard F. Gombrich’s Theravada
Buddhism: A social history from ancient Benares to modern Colombo, Paul William’s Mayahana
Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations, and Antoinette K. Gordon’s The Iconography of Tibetan
Lamaism (3-7).

2
In 2011, Tsuklakhang’s interior walls were the focal point of a
comprehensive restoration project conducted by the Tibet Heritage Fund and
supported by Her Highness, Princess Hope Leezum Namgyal, as well as the
Tsuklakhang Trust. Tsuklakhang is not only a precious gem within the realm of
Buddhist monasteries, but is also a completely unexamined and unexplored
monastery in western scholarship.
As the British Tibetologist, Philip Denwood, has observed, Buddhist
monastic structures have no standard layout. Each sect of Buddhism tailors its
architectural complex to suit its specific needs and requirements.2 Connections
and similarities between various regional monastic forms and structures can be
traced through the dissemination of Buddhism, starting in India and spreading
eastwards throughout Asia, including China, Japan, and Korea, and eventually the
world. Specifically, Tibetan Buddhism has united many disparate groups through
a Tibetan centralized network of monasticism. In northern India, Bhutan, and
Sikkim, the monastery has become a connecting focal point to the Tibetan capital
of Lhasa, attributed to being “the Mecca of the Tibetan Buddhist world.”3 This
Tibet-orientation goes beyond the religious sphere and succeeds in enfolding nonTibetan border people to the amalgam of the Tibetan Buddhist community.4 These
connections between the people, however, go beyond religion and the monastic
form. Since ancient times Himalayan regions have functioned as an integral part

2

Philip Denwood, “Tibetan Architecture,” in On the Path to Void: Buddhist Art of the Tibetan
Realm, ed. Pratapaditya Pal et al. (Mumbai: Marg, 1996), 60.
3
Adriana Proser, “The Journey,” in Pilgrimage and Buddhist Art, ed. Adriana Proser (London:
Yale University, 2010), 84.
4
Beatrice D. Miller, “The Web of Tibetan Monasticism,” The Journal of Asian Studies 20 (1961):
202-203.
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of the trade route, the Silk Road. More importantly, Sikkim’s Nathu-la pass, once
part of the ancient Silk Road, recently reopened in 2006 allowing national
participation in trans-Himalayan trade.5 Against this backdrop, I am going to
examine the royal monastery of Tsuklakhang, specifically analyzing its
architectural layout, mural decoration, and present day role in local festival
traditions. Tsuklakhang is an enduring monument that provides a living heritage
of Sikkimese culture as well as contemporary insights into present day Sikkimese
society.

Unpacking an Architectural Gem
Lhasa, a Tibetan city currently located in the People’s Republic of China,
is the home to one of the important precedents of Tibetan monasteries, Potala
Palace, built in the seventeenth century and the former residence for the
administrative quarters of the Tibetan government (Figure 1).6 The majority of
monasteries, including the Potala Palace, consist of temples, courtyards,
chambers, and stupas (small shrines containing religious relics). However, some
complexes are planned as a whole around a single courtyard, while others are
haphazard, reflecting organic patterns of growth over the years. Specifically,
temple chambers are often constructed in a multi-storied arrangement with the top
level being the most important as it is believed to bring the devotee closer to the
spiritual realm of enlightenment. 7
5

Mahendra P. Lama, ed., Sikkim: Society, Polity, Economy, Environment (New Delhi: Indus,
1994), 39.
6
Proser, “The Journey,” 84.
7
Denwood, “Tibetan Architecture,” 60.
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This brings me to the architectural forms of Tibetan monasteries, which
draws directly from both Indian Buddhist practices and Tibetan domestic and
military architecture. Specifically, Tibetan religious architecture references
elements from the circular form of the Great Stupa in Sanchi, India, the Indian
Buddhist mandala, and the material and form used for the construction of Tibetan
architecture. The Great Stupa was built between the first century BCE and the
first century CE by many individual patrons and groups who commissioned
narrative scenes of the Buddha’s life and selected motifs in the structure (Figure
2).8 The ambulatory path around the stupa and the concept of circumbulation, the
process of paying homage to the Buddha by walking around Buddhist relics or
icons, manifests itself in the main temple of monasteries in later centuries. In
Tibetan monastic architecture, a worshipper approaches the temple from the
south, leading into a square or cruciform chamber flanked by rows of columns.9
Towards the end of the nave, there is usually a specific representation of the
Buddha accompanied by disciples and bodhisattvas. The concept of
circumambulation has evolved from its representation in Sanchi to the individual
now worshipping a Buddha icon by walking solely around the three-dimensional
figure in the temple.10 However, both manifestations allow a devotee to worship
and pay homage to the Buddha.
The Mandala, a fundamental facet of ritual meditation in Tibetan Tantric
Buddhism, is also closely connected to the devotional practice of circumbulation
8

Vidya Dehejia, Indian Art (Italy: Phaidon, 1997), 51.
Knud Larsen and Amund Sinding-Larsen, The Lhasa Atlas: Traditional Tibetan Architecture
and Townscape (Florence, Italy: Serindia, 2001), 43-44.
10
Denwood, “Tibetan Architecture,” 60.
9
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as well as Tibetan religious architecture. An India-derived concept, the mandala
is defined by the employment of a circle divided into four cardinal points (Figure
3).11 Mandala paintings, consisting of squares and circles arranged symmetrically
around either a deity, a point (bindu), or a symbol, “depict in diagrammatic form a
divine palace, square in plan and with portals to the former quarters, which is the
residence of the central Buddha, bodhisattva, or divinity, surrounded as
appropriate by his or her retinue.”12 These paintings illustrate the particular
pattern created through ritual meditation and the practice of circumbulation,
suggesting the shape of a circle expresses the movement of social energy in
fundamental ways.13 Further, the palatial form in mandala paintings is directly
realized in Tibet’s first proper monastery, Samye, built in the late eighth century
where the same structure was chosen for the layout of the monastery (Figure 4).
The King at the time invited Guru Padmasambhava or Guru Rinpoche to Tibet in
order to exorcise the demons in the land so that the construction of the monastery
could commence.14 Built after Buddhism was declared the official state religion in
the late eighth century, Samye has a three-storied central temple surrounded by
stupas and subsidiary temples with the whole complex enclosed by “a circular
perimeter wall like that of the ring of flames bounding the universe which is
represented in the mandala.”15

11

Louise Child, Tantric Buddhism and Altered States of Consciousness (Burlington, V.T.:
Ashgate, 2007), 7.
12
Denwood, “Tibetan Architecture,” 52.
13
Child, Tantric Buddhism, 5.
14
Sonam Gyatso Dokhampa, trans., Pang Lhabsol (Gangtok, Sikkim: Sikkim Tribal Youth
Association, 1993), 1.
15
Denwood, “Tibetan Architecture,” 53.

6
Further, Tibetan religious architecture incorporates Tibetan domestic and
defensive architecture. The principles of structure and design for domestic
architecture were generated from practical needs and largely remained unchanged
throughout the centuries. A large cubical form with stone, mudbrick, or rammed
earth walls was the common practice. Wooden columns, brackets, and beams
would support the structure from within. 16 For monastic construction, builders
would employ the same techniques used in domestic architecture. The labor force
consisted largely of a local farming population; therefore, they employed
materials and structural techniques familiar to them when constructing monastic
structures. Specialized craftsmen, however, would usually provide some of the
woodwork, metal, and decorative elements for the structure.17 Compared to
domestic architecture, the overall structure of the monastery would be more
elaborate and grand in order to express the divinity and importance of the
structure.
Elements of military architecture were also incorporated into Tibetan
monasteries, such as the Potala Palace. The “politico-religious” monastic
institution developed into a fortress structure in order to fulfill the need to defend
and administer territory of the time.18 During the mid-ninth and tenth centuries,
Tibet went through considerable political turmoil so much so that the kingdom
eventually disintegrated. The Tibetan state would be re-established some three

16

Larsen and Sinding-Larsen, The Lhasa Atlas, 49.
Denwood, “Tibetan Architecture,” 52.
18
Romi Khosla, Buddhist Monasteries in the Western Himalaya (Nepal: Indraprastha, 1979), 6.
17
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hundred years later.19 Because of Tibet’s turbulent past, the Fifth Dalai Lama
employed military structural elements in the seventeenth-century construction of
the Potala Palace (Figure 5).20 This structure, drawn from regional elements of
Eastern Tibet, Gyantse, and Bhutan, consisted of stone walls and flat wooden
roofs and was meant to be more symbolic rather than practical, to convey the
impression of Tibet’s military might.21

Tibetan Buddhism and Sikkim
Tibetan Buddhism emerged out of the Mahayana branch and can be
collectively considered the third branch of Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhism, also
referred to as Tantrayana or Vajrayana Buddhism, embraces an intensity and
drama in its practice in order to match the tumultuous environment of the
Himalayas.22 Tantric Buddhism, “replete with secret and often sexual rites,”
worships a pantheon of local deities along with countless temperamental spirits
specific to each Himalayan culture. 23 The religious practices within Sikkim
represent one school of Tantric Buddhism, Nyingma-pa or Red Hat School.
Established by Padmasambhava, the Nyingma-pa school continues today as one
of Tibet’s major religious orders.24 Over the centuries, the indigenous ritual
practices, concerned with worldly matters of health and fertility, and the Buddhist
19

Sam Van Schaik, Tibet: A History (Great Britain: Yale University, 2011), 41-60.
Denise Patry Leidy, The Art of Buddhism: An Introduction to Its History and Meaning (Boston,
M.A.: Shambhala, 2008), 253.
21
Leidy, The Art of Buddhism, 253.
22
Barbara Crossette, So Close to Heaven: The Vanishing Buddhist Kingdoms of the Himalayas
(New York, N.Y.: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995), x.
23
Crossette, So Close to Heaven, x.
24
Charles F. Chicarelli, Buddhist Art: An Illustrated Introduction (Thailand: Silkworm Books,
2004), 161.

20

8
practices have not only co-existed largely in harmony with one another, but have
also evolved alongside each other.25
Widely regarded as a second Buddha, Guru Rinpoche is credited with
bringing Buddhism and “a civilized way of life” to both Tibet and Sikkim in the
eighth century. 26 He is said to have “tamed all the supernatural beings of the
land” while visiting Sikkim and “to have bound them through solemn oath into
being protectors of the faith and to refrain from causing harm to sentient
beings.”27 However, the first high lama, Rigzin Godem, did not arrive until the
fourteenth century when he is said to have discovered sacred sites and spiritual
treasures, including a prophetical text about the hidden land of Sikkim.28 He is
believed to have built Sikkim’s first known monastery, Pawo Humri, in the
fourteenth century where only the ruins can be seen today.29 Although Rigzin
Godem was the first Tibetan lama to arrive in Sikkim, his discoveries and
constructions did not result in establishing a particular teaching or a political
entity.30 Lhatsun Chenpo is instead regarded as the chief propagator of Buddhism
in Sikkim. As prophesized by Guru Rinpoche, Lhatsun Chenpo arrived from
Yuksum in the north and met with Kathog Rigzin Chenpo and Nadak Sempa
Chenpo, two Tibetan Nyingma-pa lamas from the south and west. Together, they
founded the kingdom of Sikkim by enthroning Phuntsog Namgyal from the east

25

Anna Balikci, “Kangchendzonga: Secular and Buddhist perceptions of the mountain deity of
Sikkim among the Lhopos,” Bulletin of Tibetology 38 (2002): 6.
26
Dokhampa, Pang Lhabsol, 1.
27
Balikci, “Kangchendzonga,” 21.
28
Balikci, “Kangchendzonga,” 21-22.
29
Balikci, “Kangchendzonga,” 22.
30
Balikci, “Kangchendzonga,” 22.
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as Chogyal or King who was in charge of ruling the country in accordance to the
Dharma and with both temporal and spiritual powers.31
The Chogyal rules over a very diverse Sikkimese population, which
consists of about twenty different ethnic groups. However, Sikkim’s population is
usually broken down into three main categories of Bhotia (“a linguistically and
culturally Tibetan group”), Lepcha (“the original inhabitants of the area”), and
Nepalese.32 Even with the annexation of Sikkim in 1975, Tantric Buddhism or
Lamaism remains the official state religion.33 Further, the majority of Sikkimese
monasteries emerged from the dissemination of Buddhism, specifically
Tantrayana, in the Himalayan region of Sikkim. Monastic structures were not
built in Sikkim until the arrival of Tibetan Buddhism, after which Sikkim’s
indigenous rituals of local ethnic communities were assimilated with the Tantric
Buddhist practices. This amiable co-existence manifests itself in the purely
Sikkimese Lamaism ritual war dance, Pang Lhabsol, which pays homage to the
spirit of the mountain of Kangchendzonga (Kanchenchunga).34
Through offerings from villages throughout Sikkim and the performance
at the Royal Chapel, Tsuklakhang, Pang Lhabsol and Dzo-nga (the deity of
Mount Kangchendzonga) play an important and national role within Sikkim: “…it
is said that all ethnic communities, whatever their origins and whether Hindu or

31

H.G. Joshi, Sikkim: Past and Present (New Delhi: Mittal, 2004), 14.
Mélanie Vandenhelsken, “The Enactment of Tribal Unity at the Periphery of India: The
political role of a new form of the Panglhabsol Buddhist ritual in Sikkim,” European Bulletin of
Himalayan Research 38 (2011): 83.
33
Pratapaditya Pal and Hsien-Chi Tseng, Lamaist Art: the Aesthetics of Harmony (Boston, M.A.:
Museum of Fine Arts, 1969), 13.
34
Isrun Engelhardt, “Praise for Sikkim from 1938: Sikkim in Original Quotes from the Ernst
Schafer Expedition,” Buddhist Himalaya 2 (2008): 195.
32
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Buddhist, used to recognize and worship Kangchendzonga if they considered
themselves first and foremost as Sikkimese.”35 Further, Dzo-nga is depicted in
“red, brandishing a red spear dripping with blood and riding a white battle horse
or white mountain lion”36 in the Pang Lhabsol dance. He is Sikkim’s god of war
and is worshipped through vigorous, physical dance of all men of fighting age.

The Monasteries in Sikkim
Tsuklakhang along with other extant monasteries throughout Sikkim,
specifically in western Sikkim, exemplifies the Nyingma-pa school of Tibetan
Buddhism and its rituals. While Tsuklakhang is the official royal monastery of the
state, a monastery in Western Sikkim, known as Pemayangtse, is intimately
interconnected to the crown as well as to the royal monastery of Tsuklakhang.
Situated on a Western hilltop and believed to be the oldest surviving Sikkimese
monastery, Pemayangtse is the leading center for rule and tradition of all
Nyingma-pa monasteries in Sikkim (Figure 6). Ornate from its beginning in 1700,
Pemayangtse has a large red doorway covered in metal bands, bosses, and
tasseled rings.37 The main temple consists of multiple floors with the third floor
acting as a smaller superstructure.38 Further, the Pemayangtse monastic complex
houses a smaller shrine building called the Manilakhang.39 The Manilakhang
functions as a freestanding marker around which over a hundred metal prayer

35

Balikci, “Kangchendzonga,” 31.
Engelhardt, “Praise for Sikkim from 1938,” 195.
37
Ronald M. Bernier, Himalayan Architecture (Cranbury, N.J.: Associated University, 1997), 45.
38
Bernier, Himalayan Architecture, 45.
39
Bernier, Himalayan Architecture, 49.
36
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wheels hang. This structure draws clear and direct connections to the Indian
Buddhist practice of circumambulation. However, the practice of circumbulation
further reinforces Buddhist ideals in a practical manner through the repetition of
each worshipper literally launching thousands of prayers in a few moments by
walking around the structure and spinning the metal wheels.40
Pemayangtse and Tsuklakhang monasteries have been historically
interconnected through the essential role of the lamas, or monks. Prior to Sikkim’s
annexation to India, the Pemayangtse lamas would travel to the capital city of
Gangtok to perform the main religious festivals and the annual regal ceremonies
at Tsuklakhang. The royal chapel of Tsuklakhang, based upon Tibetan and Indian
monastic architecture, lies within the western palatial grounds of the Chogyal and
Gyalmo of Sikkim in the capital city Gangtok. Consistent with Tibetan religious
structures, Tsuklakhang is a three-storied, square building with an ornate vestibule
leading to a central altar at the back. 41 The vestibule has three bright red double
doors adorned with repoussé brass and ring-shaped door handles. A wall painting
of an ancestral monastery enclosed by a circular wall is to the right of these red
doors as well. The monastic structure depicted in this painting not only suggests a
palatial monastic complex enclosed by a circular wall perimeter, such as Samye
monastery in Tibet, but also references the Indian-derived concept prominently
used in Tibetan Tantric Buddhism of the mandala.

40
41

Bernier, Himalayan Architecture, 49.
Bernier, Himalayan Architecture, 42.
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Tsuklakhang and Colors
Unlike Tibetan monasteries, vibrant red dominates this structure. Potala
Palace and Samye Monastery accent their white washed walls with brownish red
sections. While the enormous size of the Tibetan monasteries controls its impact,
the color vibrancy present at Tsuklakhang stands out amongst all other elements
(Figure 7). This pigment vibrancy can be possibly attributed to the Sikkimese
national deity of Mount Kangchendzonga. When illustrating the indigenous
mountain deity, the Sikkimese consistently portray Dzo-nga as blood red riding a
white animal. Dominated by white walls, Tsuklakhang’s exterior is accented by a
vibrant, blood red thereby evoking a sacred color associated with one of their
most prominent and oldest icons.
Buddhist monasteries are all particular to the region within which they
reside. Sikkimese monasteries are no exception. Although they do largely follow
Tibetan Buddhist practices, monasteries in Sikkim are wholly representative of
the harmonious co-existence of indigenous rituals and Buddhist practices within
their mountainous region of the Himalayas. In the next section of my thesis, I will
closely examine both the built and painted environments of Tsuklakhang so as to
reveal the incorporated ideals from Tibetan Buddhism as well as from local
regional traditions.
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Chapter Two
Sikkim and the Tsuklakhang Monastic Complex

The misty rolling mountains of this remote Indian state represent a
breathtaking ethereal beauty enhanced by its Himalayan setting and
atmospheric elements. Located in the towering Himalayan frontier, Sikkim
is consistently immersed amongst the clouds: “The tracts of mountainous
country consist of a tangled series of interlacing ridges, rising range above
range even to the foot of the wall of high peaks and passes which make it
the ‘abode of the snows.’”42 As seen from above, a Buddhist monastery or
temple perches atop each mountain peak in the region (Figure 8). Having
about 200 monasteries in under 3,000 square miles, vibrant reds, pure
whites, and ornate detailings contrast idyllically to the deep greens, blues,
and browns of the diverse vegetation and agriculture present in the
mountains and valleys of Sikkim.43 The ethereal nature of this optical
experience contextualizes this region as a truly sacred space amongst the
sphere of Buddhism.
The confluence between sacred space and landscape can also be seen
in Guru Rinpoche’s understanding of Sikkim as “Beyul Drema Jong,”
meaning the hidden country full of treasures, fruits, flowers, and medicinal
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plants.44 Even today, Sikkim is still one of the most bio diverse hotspots
with the highest concentration of medicinal plants and herbs anywhere in the
world.45 What interests me here is how Tsuklakhang, the royal jewel of the
Buddhist monasteries in Sikkim, embodies the overlap between nature and
an acute awareness of sanctity. Tibetan religious architecture was modeled
after constructions in India, especially on a symbolic level where
architecture transforms into sacred art. As the Italian Tibetologist Giuseppe
Tucci said: “to construct means to remake the world by following the
pattern of the mandala.”46 That said, I would like to turn to the more secular
dimensions of this monastery before discussing the overlap between the
landscape and the sacred.
Historically, Buddhism and government were closely intertwined as
one in this Indian state. Traditionally, a Chogyal and Gyalmo ruled the
independent kingdom of Sikkim.47 Prior to Sikkim becoming a state of
India, the Chogyal, with every decision, consulted the revered lamas of
Pemayangtse. According to the Pemayangtse lama Yapo Yongda, during
44
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independent sovereignty, Tsuklakhang was the center of the enthronement,
or coronation, ceremony of the King as well as of the initiation of
government officials.48 As importantly, ever since its construction in the
1920s, it has functioned as the official royal temple of the country. “Tsuk,”
meaning main or premiere, and “lakhang,” meaning shrine room or prayer
hall, conveys the national level of its function in the essence of its name.
Similar to the other monasteries in the state, Tsuklakhang stands above with
the local urban settlements of the capital city of Gangtok established
beneath. The location for all Tibetan Buddhist monasteries, Tsuklakhang
included, is carefully selected with “the very act of building establishing the
magical rites as necessary rapport between the universe and a chosen site.”49
While the original highest point of this particular mountain remains
preserved, the land where Tsuklakhang resides has been leveled off to allow
for the construction of the sacred monastery (Figure 9, Part A). This led
directly to the attribution of “Gangtok” to the capital city of Sikkim.
Gangtok, meaning “cut mountain” in Bhutia, represents not only the palatial
grounds at the top of the city, but also encompasses the entire bustling
48
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commerce of a true city below. Gangtok, located in the eastern district of the
state, houses the palatial grounds to the former Chogyal and Gyalmo (King
and Queen), the Institute of Tibetology, and the Sikkim Manipal University
(Figure 10).
With the lively capital city below, Tsuklakhang is a retreat from the
hustle and bustle of Gangtok. As stated earlier, Tsuklakhang literally stands
at the highest point of the mountain with the original peak preserved
alongside. Tsuklakhang is located within the palatial grounds of the former
Chogyal and Gyalmo of Sikkim. Accompanied by the old, deteriorating
palace, the monastery settles itself amongst prayer flags and religious
residences. The main temple of Tsuklakhang adheres to the precedence of
the square form with a focus on the center, or axis mundi, symbolizing the
ordered world.50 With symbolic references throughout all elements of
construction, religious buildings become sacred art, constantly reinforcing
the unity and divine aspects of Buddhism.
The main monastic grounds can be entered through a stone pathway
from the palatial side of the grounds or through the official gates adorned
with the emblem of a wheel and deer (Figure 9, Part B). This iconic
emblem references the Buddha’s first discourse, known as “the first turning
of the wheel of dharma,” and where he first taught the doctrines of the Four
Noble Truths and the Eightfold Noble Path.51 Although the origins of the
deer predate Buddhism and reference early Shaivism, or the oldest sect of
50
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Hinduism, the male and female deer on either side of a three-dimensional
wheel “became the enduring symbol of an establishment where the
Buddha’s teachings are transmitted, and where the endless wheel of the
dharma continues to turn.”52 From either entrance, one must climb a final
ascent to the top of the mountain in order to reach the divine realm of the
monastery and its accompanying buildings.
The concept of height or elevation bringing the worshiper closer to the
divine realm of enlightenment constantly appears throughout Sikkimese society.
On a grander scale, the geographical location of the Indian state is completely
immersed in the lofty mountains of the Himalayas. Buddhists monks and devotees
are already raised amongst the clouds, being one step closer to the Pure Land. On
a narrower, individual construction scale, Tsuklakhang monastery follows this
concept of higher levels bringing individuals closer to the spiritual realm.
The wrathful deities tumultuously dance across the walls of the ground
floor interior. Protective and demon-like in nature, they provide an initial barrier
to ward off potential evil spirits and protect the lamas within. Flickering candles
and burning incenses quickly enclose one within the dim defensive walls of this
monastic sanctuary. To reach the first floor, an individual must climb steep,
winding steps and walk through a second set of deep red doors adorned with large
brass handles. Prior to becoming an annex of India, this floor was reserved for
royal and government ceremonies and is one level closer to the divine realm.
These walls hold scenes of the entire Buddha’s life, paying tribute to his
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incredible and assiduous journey of self-discovery (Figure 11). Beginning with
Prince Siddhartha, beautifully rendered variations of the Buddha wrap around the
entire room. Further, on the same floor, a secluded, ritual room in the back houses
four deities solely dedicated to protect Tsuklakhang. Finally, a smaller second
floor is reserved for the highest level of officials.53 When His Holiness the Dalai
Lama visits Sikkim, he stays on this highest level of the monastery. Through its
construction of floors, Tsuklakhang upholds traditional Buddhist concepts of
hierarchy articulated by architectural tiers and height.
Beside the main temple, Tsuklakhang has multiple religious
buildings on the same grounds, which vary in function. Reserved for rituals
and festivals, a single erect flag stands directly in front of the main entrance
to Tsuklakhang (Figure 12). The flag is then enclosed by a dirt path in the
form of a circle (Figure 9, Part C). This circular form can be further
connected to the mandala and the practice of circumbulation discussed
earlier. As the General Secretary of the Tsuklakhang Trust observes, this
area is primarily used for annual festivals that occur throughout the year.54
On the opposite side of the circular path is an additional ceremonial building
(Figure 9, Part D). Roofed but not enclosed, this building allows for
additional lamas and masked dancers to perform in their respective rituals.
The main temple and the ceremonial building are the only two original
constructions of the complex from the 1920s. However, additional buildings
have been added since the creation of Tsuklakhang. To either side of the
53
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monastery, a residential apartment complex stands and was built in
throughout the 1990s and into the 2000s (Figure 9, Part E). These buildings
house the monks who live permanently on the grounds. Rudimentary in
appearance and function, these two buildings seem solely functional rather
than aesthetically appealing. Further, a small glass-enclosed building
constructed more recently around 2005 stands to one side of the monastery
where traditional butter lamps are continuously burned during rituals as well
as throughout the night (Figure 9, Part F). Such new constructions
demonstrate the evolution of Tsuklakhang from a special ceremonial
Buddhist temple to a continually active monastery. However, through
carefully selected location, form, and interior layout, the Tsuklakhang
monastic complex reemphasizes the act of building as sacred and the final
product of construction as an essential form of Buddhist art.
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Chapter Three
The Interior Wall Murals of Tsuklakhang

In Buddhism, many sutras, or texts, instruct monks and individuals on the
proper way to conduct various aspects of their lives so that they may follow the
enlightened path. Similar to sutras detailing meditative instructions, canonical
texts guide artists in their development of Buddhist wall murals, sculptures, and
thangkas. Monastic wall paintings, just as monastic architecture, were an organic
part of the monastic complex and community. In the eighth century, an Indian
monk-artist Bande Yeshe who was also a pioneering architect introduced wall
paintings to Tibetan Buddhists.55 While painters of Buddhist art were bound by
strict canonical and iconographical rules, they were not merely copyists, but
artists who could subtly modulate their narratives to suit personal ideas and
impressions.56
Within the walls of the Tsuklakhang, a comprehensive restoration project
is underway on all the interior murals. Begun in March 2011, the restorers are not
only cleaning the Buddhist murals, they are also restoring the flaking paint and
cracking walls.57 The former German restorer and co-founder of the Tibet
Heritage Fund, André Alexander, started the project with Parisian conservator
Anca Nicolaescu and aid from Ladakh artists. According to the General Secretary
Namgyal Tsering Bhutia of the Tsuklakhang Trust, Alexander remarked that these
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murals were truly beautiful and remarkable in comparison to similar Tibetan
paintings.58
With all the murals almost completely cleaned, the original paint is
absolutely stunning. Bright blues, greens, reds, and oranges harmoniously
compliment each other in every icon depicted. Gold detailing accentuates the
colors, creating luminosity and sparkle. These century-old walls, covered in
elaborate renderings of deities and icons, engulf the viewer with glittering gold
subtly flickering and deep pigments sparking emotion. I will now turn to the
murals on the ground and first floors of Tsuklakhang, analyzing how they
articulate key episodes from the Buddha’s life alongside key regional influences
on Buddhism amid a striking interplay of color, light, and shadow.

Ground Floor

Figure 13. Protective Indra, White Tara, and Marici with Auspicious Symbols
Vibrating deep red flames encircle behind a multi-headed and multi-armed
protective deity. A golden crown of skulls adorns the faces. Eight deep blue arms
hold auspicious substances or form prominent mudras. Large swaying golden
jeweled earrings hang from elongated earlobes. This protective deity is one
representation of the prominent Vedic god of war, storm, and thunder, known as
Indra. 59 In one of his right hands, this deity holds a golden symbol, known as a
vajra or dorje, that is commonly associated with him. This intertwining metal
58
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scepter is “the quintessential symbol of the indestructible path of the ‘diamond
vehicle’ of Vajrayana Buddhism,” and epitomizes “the impenetrable,
imperishable, immovable, immutable, indivisible, and indestructible state of
absolute reality, which is the enlightenment of Buddhahood.”60 The vajra
manifests itself in varying forms that either pertains to peaceful or wrathful
deities. While the wrathful vajras evolve into weapons with symmetrical tridents,
the peaceful five-pointed vajras have closed prongs and represent the perfection
of the deity’s method.61
Held in one of the left hands of Indra, the eight-faceted precious jewel is
described as radiant blue light that can illuminate the palace gardens or the four
divisions of the chakravartin’s army.62 A cluster of elongated and multicolored
club-shaped stems stands upon a small moon disc and a rosy pink lotus in this
mural. A flaming gold mandala surrounds the green, blue, and pink precious
jewels. Also known as the wish-granting gem, this precious jewel is said to have
eight magical qualities:
“(1) Its radiance illuminates the darkness of night for a distance of one or a
hundred leagues. (2) It cools when the days are hot, and warms when the
days are cold. (3) It causes a spring or a rivulet of sweet water to appear
when one is thirsty. (4) It brings into existence everything that the
chakravartin desires. (5) It controls the nagas, preventing floods,
hailstorms, and torrential rain from occurring. (6) It emits various colored
light from each of its facets, which heal all emotional afflictions and
imperfections of nature. (7) Its radiance cures all illnesses. (8) It prevents
untimely death, ensuring that death from natural causes occurs in the
auspicious sequence of grandfather, father, and finally son.”63
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With these qualities, this jewel allows its deity to provide support and aid for
Buddhist individuals. Both the precious jewel and the vajra allow Indra to fully
perform a protective role for the Buddhahood, specifically the royal monastery of
Tsuklakhang.
Further, the mudra of giving refuge conveys the function of this deity as
protective.64 Palm facing upwards, the index finger touches the thumb, connecting
and forming a circle, while the remaining fingers extend upwards. The circle
symbolizes the act of taking refuge through the union of method and wisdom, and
the three extended fingers represent the Three Jewels of the Buddha, dharma, and
sangha as the objects of refuge.65 Located on the ground floor of the monastery,
this multi-headed, multi-armed Indra uses its defensive attributes as well as its
tantric tools to guard and protect the monastic structure as a whole and the lamas
who perform rituals within the structure. Through the depiction of Indra and the
protective mudra, Tsuklakhang provides refuge for the entirety of Buddhism,
including the surviving sangha of the Buddha.
In a broader sense, this wall mural expands beyond the central figure of
the deity Indra. White Tara as well as yellow goddess, possibly the deity Marici,
are placed below Indra on either side. On the right side of Indra, an extremely
white skinned representation of the goddess Tara sits (Figure 14). Red and blue
gems surrounded in gold form a regal crown mounted atop her head. A fluttering
64
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white parasol partially hovers over her figure. Born from Avalokiteshvara’s tears
of compassion, Tara is both the archangelic and archetype female bodhisattva that
represents the miraculous activities of all Buddhas.66 There are many
manifestations of Tara, including White Tara and Red Tara, who all help beings
overcome the difficulties and dangers on the path to enlightenment.67 In this
mural, White Tara can be identified by her pure white appearance as well as by
her third eye. This form of Tara is associated with peaceful and healing
energies.68
Solid yellows and greens dominate this possible depiction of Marici, the
goddess of dawn (Figure 15). Located on the left side of Indra, this goddess
drives back the darkness and removes all obstacles to happiness and well-being.69
Closed pink lips convey a somber expression of serenity. Crowned with ornate
gold, deep black hair flows off the shoulders from a high bun at the top of the
head. Large hoop and jeweled earrings sway from the elongated yellow ears. A
needle and spool of thread (not pictured) are held in both of hands of this goddess.
The needle and thread are typically attributed to the deity Marici.70 The tools of
the needle and thread allow Marici to sew up the mouths and eyes of harm-doers.
66
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Surrounded by yellow pigs, Marici then ferociously devours the harm-doers in a
pit.71 These two goddess, located below the deity Indra, heal and protect faithful
devotees while destroying all wrong-doers.

Figure 16. Vaishravana Riding a Snow-Lion
Swirling reds, blues, and greens dance across this mural. Billowing white
and blue clouds form a halo around this regal deity. With lion insignias on each, a
solid gold crown and a gold shield adorn Vaishravana, the Guardian King deity of
the north. He along with the other three Guardian King deities presides over the
first level of the heavens above the axial mountain of Mount Meru.72 These kings
and their vast armies guard the second level of the heaven, which houses the
divine city of Indra, Sudarshana.73 Vaishravana is further known as the god of
wealth, drawing followers who are businessmen, monks, and nobles.74 According
to Tibetan Buddhist lore, his palace is said to have thousand jewel pillars and
storerooms piled high with treasures.75
A white and green prancing lion looks upwards towards Vaishravana.
With a large square head, this snow lion friendly opens his mouth, exposing a
curling pink tongue and large teeth. The lion is an ancient Indian symbol of
sovereignty and protection; however, Tibet culturally represents the traditional
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Indian lion as the mythological snow-lion of Tibet.76 Being Tibet’s national
animal emblem, the white snow-lion is the local deity of Tibet’s snow mountain
ranges: “Like Buddhism, which ‘leaped’ over the Himalayas from India, the white
snow-lion may be auspiciously glimpsed leaping playfully from one snow peak to
another.”77 Further, the snow-lion draws connections to the Four Guardian Kings.
The four supernatural creatures of the garuda, dragon, tiger, and snow lion each
represent the four directions.78 Similar to Vaishravana being the deity of the north,
the snow lion symbolizes a dark rock or snow mountain situated towards the
north. According to the Tibetan symbologist Robert Beer, if these four earth
spirits are in their harmonious directions they indicate “the perfect environmental
setting in which to construct a monastery, temple, or stupa.”79 There is a rhythmic
continuity that pervades throughout Buddhist art, specifically regarding the four
directions.

Figure 17. Guru Rinpoche
Gazing out towards the viewer with a third-eye, Guru Rinpoche floats
amongst billowing yards of green and white fabric. A red mandala stands behind
with a second pink mandala encircling the red. Brushstrokes of blues and whites
swirl into clouds, which form an encompassing outer circle. A lavish gold crown
embellished with ruby and deep blue gemstones adorns his head, heavy ornate
earnings weigh down each ear, and a gold and jeweled broach ornaments his
76
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chest. Intimately connected with Tsuklakhang and the Nyingma-pa sect, Guru
Rinpoche was a famous teacher of the Tantric Yoga school who eventually
founded Lamaism80
During the eighth century, Guru Rinpoche or Padmasambhava established
himself within the broader realm of Buddhism by creating a new sect known as
Lamaism or Tantrayana. In order to compete with the contemporary established
religion of Pon, he taught a fusion of Mahayana and Pon ideals by adding many
deities and rites of native Pon to the original pantheon of Mahayana Buddhism.81
Through his creation of Lamaism, Guru Rinpoche became an extremely revered
saint in Tibetan Buddhism. Further, he is credited with introducing Lamaism to
the region of Sikkim. While visiting this secluded area, Guru Rinpoche is said to
have “tamed all the supernatural beings of the land” by joining them together in a
solemn vow to solely protect the faith and refrain from causing harm to all
sentient beings.82 He also hid a prophetical text of the Sikkimese land in order to
preserve the original doctrines of Lamaism, allowing future lamas to discover this
text as well as the sacred sites and spiritual treasures of the land. 83 These hidden
treasures ultimately ensured the survival of Tibetan Buddhism during the
tumultuous times of war throughout parts of Asia in the mid-ninth and tenth
centuries.84
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By relying on specific elements of iconography, this mural fits within the
layout of the main temple, fostering continuous connections throughout all
aspects of the Tsuklakhang monastic complex. Clutching an erect flag in his left
hand, Guru Rinpoche holds an emblem associated with warrior or protective
deities.85 The flag usually takes the form of a triangular silk pennon: “These
appear as symmetrical pairs of colored silk triangles, which billow outwards like
butterfly wings or the sails of a ship.”86 With its location on the ground floor of
the monastery and its usage of protective iconography, this mural consistently
reinforces the role of a guardian figure, warding off potential evils and negative
spirits. On the other hand, the symbol of the flag can be seen to promote peace,
which is directly realized through the traditional positioning of these flagstaffs at
sacred sites near temples, monasteries, stupas, bridges, mountain passes, and
other auspicious geometric locations.87 Very tall in height, these flagstaffs display
square, colorful, and printed prayer-flags. These sites, adorned with multiple erect
flags, are usually known in Tibetan as Darschen, meaning “great flag.”88 Like
most monasteries throughout Sikkim, Tsuklakhang has countless prayer-flags
sprinkled throughout its monastic complex.
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Figure 18. Red Mahakala
Seething, flaming energy burns across this mural. Wild hair, eyebrows,
and a tight beard blaze with evil golden supernova flames.89 Laser yellow eyes
glare with intensity. Referencing the drying up or death of the five aggregates of
personality, a jeweled crown with five skulls and dangling pearls adorn the
menacing head.90 A blue jeweled and gold necklace falls from the neck. This
wrathful deity is one portrayal of the defensive Mahakala. According to legend,
Mahakala was once a powerful demon who conquered even the most powerful
gods. The bodhisattvas of Manjushri and Avalokiteshvara subdued this evil
demon and put his powers into the service of the Buddhist dharma. Now as the
popular protector of all Tibetans, Mahakala manifests in many forms, varying
from being black with six arms to being a human Brahmin priest. 91 Unlike other
protective deities who have multiple roles, Mahakala functions primarily as the
wisdom protector.92
With furious but graceful energy, Mahakala shoves a powerful Tibetan
Buddhist weapon forward. Known as the skull club and derived from the larger
skull-topped staff, this weapon symbolizes the death of karmic predispositions
and the ultimate emptiness of all phenomena.93 A single white human skull tops a
slender staff of red sandalwood. A tiny indigo jewel surrounded by gold seals the
skull. A billowing green ribbon knots around the upper shaft. A half-vajra,
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finally, seals the base of the shaft. This elegant but menacing weapon terrifies all
demons and subjugates all the vicious spirits of the three realms.94
Hanging from behind, a string of severed heads swoops around the body
of Mahakala and drops below the frame of the image. This garland of severed
heads is part of a duality of symbols between male and female: “The necklace or
garland of severed heads essentially represents the masculine principle of form;
and the necklace of skulls, the feminine principle of emptiness.”95 A coiling
length of human intestines connects the freshly severed heads that are dripping
with blood. This garland is usually assigned to males, and the heads are always
male sacrificial victims.96 Besides referencing form, this garland symbolizes
purification of speech as well.97 These dominant symbols of the skull club and the
necklace of severed heads are merely two examples shown with Mahakala in
order to enhance the threatening image of this protective deity.

First Floor

Figure 19. Birth of Buddha
Nestled in a blossoming tree, Lady Mayadevi stands in the center,
surrounded by various deities and attendants. This scene marks the beginning of
the Buddha’s life where his mother, Mayadevi, gives birth from her right side.
Suspended by swathed cloth, the baby Buddha sits to the left of Mayadevi who is
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also known as the goddess of magic creativity.98 The Indian Vedic god of war,
storm, and thunder who is commonly shown with the vajra (thunderbolt) holds
the suspended cloth enclosing the baby Buddha.99 Rainbows stream up from a
vessel held by one of the attendants, connecting with additional rainbow lights
flowing from dakinis above. Dakinis are male and female angels typically
associated with the Hindu goddess Kali as well as the Tantric teachings of
Buddhism. 100 In Tsuklakhang’s depiction of the Buddha’s birth, multiple
prominent deities, angles, and attendants are all surrounding the baby Buddha. An
emerald green landscape and ultramarine sky dominate the colors of this mural
section. This scene marks the beginning of the journey towards the creation of
Buddhism.
Symbology weaves within all mural depictions of Buddhist art.
Commonly shown in the scene of the Buddha’s birth, the recurrent symbol of the
peacock-feathered fan stands erect on the left side of Lady Mayadevi in
Tsuklakhang’s illustration of the Buddha’s birth. Peacock feathers have a history
as cleaning instruments and as service fans: “A peacock feather broom was used
by Jain monks to sweep small insects out of their path as they walked. A duster of
peacock feathers was used to clean the sacred images of Indian temples, and a fan
of peacock feathers was ritually employed to cool the deity statues during the heat
of the day.”101 An attendant next to Mayadevi holds the peacock-feathered fan
right next to Mayadevi, probably relieving the goddess from the hot environment
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of India. Keeping with tradition, the peacock-feathered fan is mounted upon a
long staff of red sandalwood, and takes the form of a golden oval with a radiating
aureole of peacock feathers around its circumference.102 A flowing silk ribbon ties
around the base of the fan. The inner oval of the fan can be colored white to
represent divine silk or appear as a mirror, whose surface references the reflection
of all phenomena as emptiness.103 However, the fan can also depict a divine
landscape, which is shown in this representation of the Buddha’s birth. The
peacock-feathered fan serves to reinforce the divinity occurring at this singular
event of the great Buddha being brought into this world.

Figure 20. Fasting Before Creation of Buddhism
A babbling brook runs through this mural. With palms turned upwards, an
emaciated Buddha sits with closed eyes in a meditative prayer. Starkly protruding
ribs and a concave stomach defines the contours of this representation of
Shakyamuni as the Ascetic Buddha.104 Nestled below a blossoming tree, the
Buddha surrounds himself amongst the luscious green mountains. Ripples of
water run below in the form of soft white, swirling brushstrokes. Coiling white
clouds accented with light blues emerge from the tops of the mountains.
This small mural represents one of the most important self-discoveries
made by the Buddha during his the course of his life. After abandoning the
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privilege of royal life, the Buddha spent many years wandering as a beggar.105
During this time, he continued to seek a solution to the prevailing human state of
suffering by eliminating desire and material objects. Moreover, he starved himself
by into an alternate state of consciousness: “[The Buddha] realized he must search
to make a relationship with something that lay beyond birth, old age, sickness,
and death. Yet all interests, desires, ambitions, and strivings—the very life of the
senses itself—only seemed to draw one further into the cycle of existence.”106 In
this mural, gaunt eyes, exposed and emaciated ribs, and frowned lips all further
locate this scene within the broader realm of the Buddha’s life story.
Representations of the Ascetic, or emaciated, Buddha, marking
Siddhartha’s extreme ascetic practice of starvation, are not limited to wall
paintings, but common throughout all mediums of Buddhist art, including
sculpture. The first Buddhist sculptures date back to the second century BCE,
approximately two hundred years after the Buddha’s time, in India.107 These early
sculptures usually decorated various monuments in monasteries, including stupas
that contained religious relics. However, early sculptures featured an apparent
absence of the Buddha in human form. As a way of showing respect for his
spiritual achievement, the Buddha was represented through abstract symbols,
including footprints and the Bodhi tree.108 Additionally, traditional Indian temples
covered their exterior and interior walls profusely with sculptures, while Tibetan
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temples, including Sikkim’s Tsuklakhang, house only a select few inside.109
Sculptures depicting the emaciated state of Shakyamuni’s ascetic period are as
gruesome, if not more so, as wall paintings. Tangible to the viewer, folds of skin
seem to painfully cling to fragile bones beneath of the emaciated Buddha
sculptures. Shakyamuni was said to have eaten only a single grain of rice per
day.110 After six years of existing as a living skeleton, Siddhartha resolved to
follow the Middle Way of moderation, rejecting both excesses of sensory
indulgence and extreme mortification.111

Figure 21. Defeating Mara, Achieving Enlightenment
With a calm, meditative expression, the Buddha sits peacefully while
surrounded by evil forces. During Shakyamuni’s search for enlightenment, Mara,
or the Devil that is the embodiment of self-deception, along with his evil forces
and deities present desire as a final temptation: “The demonic hosts of Maras
army surround the Buddha and assail him with an array of wrathful weapons. But
as these weapons are thrown, thrust, and fired at the Buddha, they miraculously
turn into flowers that only serve to glorify the beauty of the Buddha’s radiant
aura.”112 Shakyamuni subdues these evils by the power of all the good deeds and
powerful insights from his countless billions of former lives.113 Dark colors of
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black and olive green dominate the illustrations of the evil forces of Mara.
Tumultuous swirls of paint ripple from beneath these evil depictions, encircling
Shakyamuni in a wrath of desire. Radiating from within, Shakyamuni wears a
vibrant red and gold robe in front of a glowing green and blue mandala, which
literally means “a sphere of nurturance of the essence” and is reserved as the
perfect environment of the Buddha.114 A smaller icon of the Buddha hovers
directly above Shakyamuni. This second Buddha clasps his hands in a uniting
dhyana-mudra. This gesture is specific to Primordial or Adi-Buddha of the
Nyingma-pa school. With the right hand symbolizing the perfections of method
and the left hand illustrating the perfection of wisdom, the tips of both thumbs
touch, uniting the main physic channels of white and red.115 Green tree branches
surround the floating Buddha, possibly referencing the Bodhi tree where the
Shakyamuni Buddha attains his enlightenment.116
Two gestures formed by Shakyamuni clearly locate this scene within the
story of the Buddha’s life. Shakyamuni extends his right hand downwards to
touch the ground with his figure tips. This gesture of the “earth witness” or
“earth-touch” symbolizes the exact moment Shakyamuni vanquished the army of
Mara beneath the sacred Bodhi tree and summoned Sthavara, the goddess of the
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earth, to witness his countless acts of sacrifice.117 He resists the temptation of
desire and draws upon the power of mother earth to completely defeat the
tempting evil forces of Mara. The second gesture manifests itself in the placement
of a left hand resting upon Shakyamuni’s lap. With the palm facing upwards and
the fingers extended, Shakyamuni makes the gesture of meditation. These two
gestures together show a union between method and wisdom where the right hand
illustrates his skillful means in overcoming Mara and the left hand symbolizing
his deep meditation upon emptiness.118 Through repetition and the depiction of
two different mudras, both Shakyamuni Buddha and the smaller Buddha icon
impart the necessary unity between method and wisdom in order for one to
achieve enlightenment.

Figure 22. Great Guardian Kings Presenting Alms Bowls
The Buddha, positioned cross-legged on a pink lotus flower pedestal,
holds a traditional alms-bowl in both hands. Raising his hands to the level of his
heart while holding the black bowl, the Buddha makes the gesture of protection or
fearlessness in order to give refuge to the item.119 The four Great Guardian Kings
of the four directions and other disciples surround him. With their gazes looking
up towards the reverent Buddha, the four kings, hands outstretched, each offer an
117

In central India, the Buddha sat under the ficus religious tree, known as the Bodhi tree, all
night where he eventually attained complete enlightenment. The Sanskrit term “Bodhi” means
enlightenment or “a complete and precise understanding of the nature of reality and total
sensitivity to the condition of others. In Buddhist art, the Bodhi tree came to symbolize
enlightenment and the Buddha. For more about the Bodhi tree, see Robert Beer’s The Handbook of
Tibetan Buddhist Symbols and Thurman Rhie’s Worlds of Transformation: Tibetan Art of Wisdom
and Compassion.
118
Beer, Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, 224.
119
Beer, Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, 223.

37
individual, black alms-bowl. Clad in vibrant red and gold robes, the Buddha sits in
front of a deep blue and green mandala. The gold-fissured lines spreading out
from behind him create an almost halo and divine effect to this enlightened being.
Renderings of swirling white and blue clouds and rosy pink lotus flowers
surround the Buddha and this mandala.
The dark, black bowls, shaped like the “inverted head protuberance (Skt.
ushnisha) of the Buddha” appears throughout this mural and has symbolic
connections to the foundations of Buddhism.120 While functioning as a traditional
bowl used by Buddhist monks, this alms-bowl draws its origins to an essential
event in the Buddha’s life story. According to a Tibetan thangka painting scholar,
the alms-bowls first appeared in Buddhist history when the four Great Guardian
Kings of the four directions each presented Shakyamuni Buddha with an almsbowl soon after he obtained enlightenment.121 Each was supposed to be more
beautiful from the next, ranging in medium from precious gems to common stone.
According to Buddhist texts, Shakyamuni was said to have either chosen the
simplest bowl, or to have accepted all four bowls and miraculously merged them
all into one plain bowl.122 Throughout Buddhist art, the alms-bowl continuously
appears in multiple scenes and varying icons: “The alms-bowl is generally held in
the left ‘wisdom’ hand of seated Buddhas and their disciples, the sangha.123 This
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left hand often rests upon the lap in the gesture of meditation, with the alms-bowl
indicating renunciation and the hand posture meditation upon emptiness.”124
Depicted in all the alms-bowls in this mural, a white substance is contained within
each bowl. This interior aperture represents the forty-nine-mouthful meal of milk
rice that Shakyamuni Buddha ate prior to his enlightenment.125 Besides
referencing the milk rice, the white substance can also refer to yogurt that was
imbued with the three nectars of longevity, vitality, and wisdom as well as a
representation of Mount Meru as a symbolic offering of the entire universe.126
As well as continuously represented throughout Buddhist art, alms-bowls
were produced in the practicing society of Buddhism, specifically for the
utilization of the sangha. Made out a variety of materials, the finest alms-bowls
were made from an amalgam of iron and tin, and coated with black lacquer.127
These bowls were used daily by Buddha’s disciples. According to monastic rules
of discipline, a Buddhist monk was instructed to eat his daily meal before midday
so as the collected food would not spoil in the hot climate.128 Each alms-bowl
contained a monk’s daily meal. The alms-bowl’s continuous appearance
throughout Buddhist murals reinforces its importance within the core teachings of
Buddhism and its serving teachers of the religion. Ultimately, it functions as a
conventional or sammuti and the noble or ariya. The sammuti sangha gathers to mediate, teach,
and discuss matters relating to the dharma and Buddhism. The ariya sangha is a group of monks
who have already achieved spiritual liberation. Any monk following the dharma who enters one of
the Eight Noble Stages of Buddhism belongs to the ariya sangha. For more about the sangha, see
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symbolic item, which links the traditional origins of Buddhism to the
contemporary practices of the Buddha’s sangha.

Figure 23. The Death of Buddha
Head resting on his palm, the Buddha lies outstretched on an ornate indigo
and red couch. Kneeling disciples look upwards towards the Buddha in
expressions of sorrow, while deities hold parasols behind in calm realism. The
god, Indra, stands at the Buddha’s head, forming his palms in prayer. This scene
depicts the mortal death of the Buddha. While funerals usually bring a mournful
atmosphere, this event expresses the favorable event of the Buddha becoming an
awakened or enlightened being. He has reached the peak of his evolution by
developing his wisdom and compassion cover countless lifetimes until both have
become perfect.129 Misunderstanding the true transcendence of this event, the
disciples express gradations of sadness as they lament the death of their beloved
one. The deities, however, understand the greater significance of the Buddha
achieving a permanent state and reaching the paradise of the Pure Land.
Draping trees, swirling clouds, and luscious flowers surround the figures
of this scene. Lotus flowers in the form of chrysanthemums spring from green
stems. Blossoming in dark watery depths, the lotus is a major Buddhist symbol of
purity and renunciation. Not only does it bloom throughout Buddhist wall murals,
the lotus also functions as a throne for the Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and deities,
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further reinforcing their divine origin. 130 Lotus flowers as a sacred symbol span
over many great civilizations, including Egypt and India, and were widely
incorporated into their arts and architecture: “The lotus opens and closes with the
sun, and in ancient Egypt the sun was conceived of as rising from an eastern lotus
at dawn, and setting into a western lotus at sunset.”131 As shown in this mural as a
smaller representation, the lotus is usually colored pink or light red with eight or
sixteen petals.132 The number of petals varies between four, eight, sixteen, twentyfour, thirty-two, sixty-four, a hundred, and a thousand petals. These numbers
correspond to the internal lotuses or chakras of the body and to the numerical
components of the mandala.133
An elaborate parasol hovers over the reclined Buddha. Multiple variations
of the parasol appear throughout all avenues of Buddhist art. Known as one of the
eight auspicious symbols, the parasol or umbrella is a traditional Indian symbol of
royalty and protection.134 As represented here, the parasol consists of multicolored
silk pendants, peacock feathers, hanging jewel chains, and yak-tail pendants.
Yellow silk covers the dome of the frame, while a small golden lotus, vase, and
jewel filial embellishes the top.135 This parasol and variations of it protect and
provide honor to any scene, specifically this prominent one of the Buddha’s death.
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Figure 24. The Precious Elephant
A white elephant stands adorned in the finest riches. Swirling light blue
clouds emanate from behind, while a single rainbow streams from a pale pink
offering vessel. A prancing blue horse arches his head towards the stagnant
elephant. Located in the larger wall mural depicting a long life deity known as
Amitayus, this elephant is an important animal in Buddhist art.136 The precious
elephant, usually depicted with skin as white as snow or as sliver as the moonlight
upon snow peaks, is one of the seven possessions of the Chakravartin, or
universal monarch.137 Described as inexhaustible, fearless, and unassailable in
battle, the precious elephant possesses seven mighty limbs, consisting of four
sturdy legs, a versatile trunk, and two powerful tusks, and moves with great
majesty and beauty, placing each step serenely, measured, and gently. 138 As
further discussed later, the wheel, the jewel, the queen, the minister, the horse,
and the general complete the seven precious jewels of the Chakravartin.139 While
the elephant dominates this composition, a blue horses walks behind him. This
horse is another of Chakravartin’s possessions manifesting as the precious horse.
Known to neither be startled by sounds nor fearful sights, this horse has perfect
form and composure with a soft mane of ten thousand knotless hairs and a long
flowing tail that streams like a comet.140 The prevalent Buddhist concept of
infinity weaves throughout this mural section as well. The elephant has the

136

“Himalayan Art Resource.”
Beer, Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, 40.
138
Beer, Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, 41.
139
Beer, Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, 37.
140
Beer, Tibetan Buddhist Symbols, 41.
137

42
strength of a thousand ordinary elephants, and the horse has ten thousand knotless
hairs.141 On a broader level, the Buddha is sometimes referred to as having a
thousand representations. Through the term “thousand,” the elephant and horse
are connected to the overarching concept of all sentient beings infinitely
interconnected through the process of rebirth and the achievement of
enlightenment.
Holding a lotus blossom in its trunk, the elephant also carries an elaborate
basket of auspicious jewels and emblems, most notably, a bright orange-red,
twisting piece of coral. In addition to the seven primary possessions of the
Chakravartin, these jewels can also be depicted as seven jeweled insignia or
emblems.142 The insignias originated from Buddhist India; however, Tibetan
Buddhist iconography absorbed these symbols from Chinese art.143 A rhinoceros
horn, a pair of interlocked square earrings, a branch of red coral, a pair of
interlocked round earrings, a crossed medallion, a pair of elephant tusks, and a
tripe-eyed gem all connect to the seven possessions of the Chakravartin. Each
emblem can reference varying Chakravartin jewels depending on their depiction
in the mural. The red coral can be identified either with the precious queen, gem,
or the wheel. Through recurrent representation in Buddhist art, the seven essential
possessions as well as their subsequent jewel insignias intimately connect with the
141
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universal king and essential being of Buddhism, Chakravartin, essentially
intertwining within all avenues of Buddhism.

Figure 25. Enlightened Buddha with Alms Bowl
The enlightened Buddha looks solemnly towards the viewer. While
holding the begging bowl, or alms-bowl, and showing the Bhumisparsa mudra or
“earth-witness” gesture, the Shakyamuni Buddha sits at the moment of
enlightenment.144 As mentioned earlier, the presence of the earth-witness mudra
and the depictions of the evil forces of Mara reference Buddha’s exact moment in
achieving enlightenment. Here, the battle and the array of good deeds the Buddha
performed throughout his countless lives are assumed. The simplicity of the earthtouching gesture adequately imparts this important moment in the Buddha’s life.
Draped in flowing yards of fabric, the Buddha rests in front of a dark blue
and green mandala. Rich reds, glowing yellows, and accents of deep blues
command this depiction of the Buddha. As seen throughout the Tsuklakhang
murals, the Buddha icons generally contain blood reds and golden yellows. These
representations of the Buddha are mirrored through the dominant colors on the
exterior of the monastery. Blocks of red paneling ring around the uppers walls of
the monastery, while slates of golden metal roofing cover the structure. A sense of
continuity and interconnectivity flows from the exterior of the monastery down to
the individual icons of the interior. Every element of Tsuklakhang reinforces the
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Tantric Buddhist vehicle of compassion for the self and the universe, and all
beings’ accelerated freedom to achieve enlightenment.145
As shown in this mural as well as others, specific and traditional
iconography creates the image of the Buddha. While there are many tools to
identify the all-knowing figure, three important symbols, including the ushnisha,
the elongated earlobes, and the urna, reference the Buddha. The ushnisha is a
cranial bump located at the top of his head, marking the Buddha’s superhuman
perfection.146 While the bump seems as hair wrapped in a bun, it is an extension
of the Buddha’s head meant to convey heightened wisdom. During his early days
as Prince Siddhartha, the Buddha wore lavish earrings causing his lobes to
become elongated. Although once discovering the enlightened path and removing
the earrings, his earlobes remained stretched. The bare elongated ears have come
to represent the image of the Buddha and his extraordinary wisdom and spiritual
achievement.147 The urna is a small tuff of white hair growing on the forehead of
the Buddha where a wrathful deity would have a third eye.148 In total, there are
thirty-two major signs of the great being.149 The ushnisha, the elongated ears, and
the urna are merely three clearly recognizable ones.
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Figure 26. Descending from Thirty-Three Heaven
A steep rainbow jeweled staircase slants downwards. Yards of rich red and
gold fabric fall from the strong golden shoulders of a descending Buddha.
Floating upon enfolding light blue clouds, three depictions of Indra as well as
three disciples surround the Buddha. Monks hold two alternate depictions of
alms-bowls—one filled with a white yogurt alluding to the three nectars of
longevity, vitality, and wisdom, and one filled with ruby, emerald, and hessonite
garnet jewels which correspond to the planets of the Sun, Mercury, and Rahu.150
An Indra holds the precious wheel symbolizing the thousand dharmas of the
thousand Buddhas of our era.151 This mural depicts the Shakyamuni Buddha
descending on a triple-staircase from the Thirty-three Heaven. The axial mountain
of Mount Meru is known as the ancient cosmology and the spine of the cosmos
because the hells are located at the base underground and the heavens begin with
the four Great Guardian Kings’ heavens on the shoulders of the mountain. Indra’s
celestial city of Sudarshana sits above these heavens within the realm of the
Thirty-Three Heaven located above Mount Meru.152 According to the Buddha’s
life story, the Buddha left the earthly world shortly after his enlightenment in
order to travel to Indra’s heaven.153 Further, the Thirty-Three Heaven became the
home of Lady Mayadevi’s next life as a goddess. The purpose of the Buddha’s
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trip to the Thirty-Three Heaven was to keep his promise of teaching his mother
the wisdom teachings of the Abhidharama.154
As seen in other mural discussed, this mural contains prevalent
iconography as well. Besides the depictions of the alms-bowls and the precious
wheel, there are two additional symbols of the yak-tail flywhisk as well as the
common boon-granting mudra. Adorned with a golden jewel, a fluttering
bleached yak-tail hangs from a single red sandalwood pole and held from the
hands of a yellow Indra. According to the Tibetan symbologist Robert Beer, early
Buddhism adopted the white yak-tail flywhisk as an emblem of the Buddha’s
sovereignty and compassionate activity, and along with the parasol symbol it
occurs as one of the two earliest Buddhist symbols of protection.155 Bleached yaktails were introduced into Tibet from India and were given the Tibetan name of
flywhisk, meaning “father of tails.”156 On a similar thread, the boon-granting
mudra, or gesture of generosity, symbolizes the auspicious activities of pacifying
and enriching.157 The Buddha holds his right hand with palm outwards, stretching
his fingers downwards. This gesture represents “open-handed” generosity as
charity or the granting of wishes. As the Buddha descends from the Thirty-Three
Heaven, images of compassion and wish granting reinforce the Buddha’s
generosity and humanity as he re-enters the human plane.
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Figure 27. Infinity Buddha
A mandala of rainbows engulfs this representation of the Buddha. Richly
adorned in gold and red brocade, the Buddha sits among an array of deities,
Arhats, and attendants. The Arhats, persons who have attained nirvana freeing
them from suffering and from compulsory rebirth in a worldly state, offer
precious jewels and other sacred items to the Buddha.158 During the Buddha’s
lifetime, the Arhats were his apostles, becoming the patriarchs of the Buddhist
order after his passing.159 They are the perfect saints of the Buddhist religion. As
they lift their hands upwards in offering, the Buddha sits in front of a distinctive
mandala consisting of floating Buddha icons each encircled by rainbows. This
illustration demonstrates the simultaneous conjunction of the natural world with
the transcendent.160 Through the depiction of these floating Buddhas, this mural
conveys the strong Buddhist notion of infinity and interconnectivity. Each small
Buddha infinitely reflects the other Buddhas in an infinite number, furthering the
notion that all sentient beings are infinitely interconnected with all members of
the universe.161
Symbology further emphasizes this concept of an infinitely interwoven
universe. Located on the right side of the Buddha (not pictured), the deity Indra
holds up a gold and colorfully jeweled wheel. Known as the precious thousandspoked wheel or chakra, this wheel symbolizes the thousand dharmas of the
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thousand Buddhas of our present era.162 The wheel depicted in this mural has
eight spokes, which symbolize the turning or teaching of the Buddha’s Eightfold
Noble Path.163 Further, the precious thousand-spoked wheel is strongly associated
with the legends of the great religious kings in Buddhist history as well. The
precious wheel allows the chakravartin, the “universal monarch or emperor” who
has the ability to travel everywhere without obstruction, to reach the divine realms
of the Four Great Kings.164 The precious wheel connects further with regality
through the predictions of a tremendous battle between the Buddhist believers and
the Barbarian non-believers around the year 2327 CE.165 According to Buddhist
texts, the thousand-spoked golden wheel is said to have power over all metals and
weapons of war, aiding the twenty-first kulika king, or enlightened monarch
(Chakravartin), in victory.166 With its presence in this mural as well as in others
on this floor, the Chakravartin’s wheel draws direct connections to the original
function of Tsuklakhang’s first floor as reserved exclusively for royal
functions.167 Through iconography, this mural conveys the essential Buddhist
notion of infinity as well as connects the enlightened monarchal lineage to the
royal sovereignty of Sikkim.
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Chapter Four
Festivals and a “New” National Identity

Prior to the permanent presence of monks in the monastic complex,
Pemayangtse monks from the western district of Sikkim would trek across
the mountains in order to perform annual ceremonies of Buddhism and the
governmental rituals necessary for the function of the state. Historically,
Pemayangtse monastery in West Sikkim and Tsuklakhang monastery have
had strong ties to each other. Contemporarily, these ties have not been
severed; however, they no longer remain as intimate. With its acquisition
into the Indian Union and the implementation of democracy in 1975,
Sikkim’s historical traditions have been lost amongst the Indian serge for a
national identity and the overall encompassing doctrines of Buddhism.
Few Sikkimese remember the unique stories of their heritage and
origins of the land in which they reside. With the British rule for over a
century and the 1975 assimilation into India, Sikkim’s own national identity
has been reconstructed and largely lost in contemporary society.168 As most
locals know, Guru Rinpoche, also known as the Lotus Born Buddha,
discovered this hidden region and dubbed it “a country where all necessities
of sentient beings are met.”169 However, the original name, conveying the
paradise of this region and its abundant treasures, of the kingdom has largely
been forgotten. According to Yapo Yongda, Guru Bayul Dremojong was the
168
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original name given to Sikkim, which translates as a land full of elements to
help all sentient beings reach the Pure Land and achieve permanent life.170
Therefore, the very discovery of this remote Himalayan kingdom has its
origins in Buddhism. Sikkim, upon discovery, was considered to traveling
Buddhist lamas as an untouched paradise lavish with precious treasures.
Further, Guru Rinpoche, afraid of future wars and turmoil in the world, hid
various books throughout the region. He gave these teaching books to “the
deities, angels, and the dakinis,” and some books Guru Rinpoche hid
himself in the mountains of the Himalayas.171 By hiding these books, the
Lotus Born Buddha preserved the original teachings of Buddhism, allowing
future generations the ability to learn the history of their religion and
country.
Upon the arrival of the British in the early eighteenth century, the
term “Sikkim” was ultimately adopted because they found it difficult to
pronounce the Sikkimese language. During the late seventeenth century, the
second Chogyal of Sikkim married a Nepalese woman who devoted most of
her royal life to studying and learning the Buddhist way through schooling
and meditation.172 Through rigorous meditation, she discovered the Pure
Land and permanent life. Out of pure happiness, she declared the name
“Suhim,” which in her language meant “very happy home.”173 “Suhim”
became the new name for the kingdom. However, when the British arrived,
170
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they had poor translators and an inability to pronounce the name. Therefore,
“Suhim” developed into “Sikkim,” which has been the official name of the
country ever since. With the British rule in Sikkim for over a century, many
British influences seeped into Sikkimese traditions. The drastically different
name of the land is just one example of such cultural interventions.
The history of the festivals performed at Tsuklakhang ideally
highlights the Sikkimese people’s loss of their heritage for an encompassing
national Indian identity. Although some remain, many traditional Sikkimese
ceremonies are no longer performed in adherence to their original
indigenous manner at Tsuklakhang. The Kagyat ceremony is one such
festival. Customarily performed on the 28th and 29th days of the tenth
month of the Tibetan Buddhist calendar, Kagyat functions as a purification
of the land, expunging the earth of karmic actions of negative forces. “Ka,”
meaning order, and “gyat,” meaning it, translates to “it orders manifestations
of the Lotus Born Buddha.”174 Kagyat consists of a ritual masked dance
accompanied by a performance to destroy or suppress the evil gods and
negative forces. There are three different phases of this purifying
performance known as Nen-seg-phang.175 All the sentient beings of the six
different realms are called forth and then qualified monks recite a prayer.
Through this culminating prayer and the burning of a paper and wood
effigy, all the evil gods and forces are subdued, ushering in peace and
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prosperity for the upcoming year.176 Further, the New Year’s ceremony of
Sikkim, known as Losoong, has lost many of its traditional elements. While
a festive atmosphere still prevails, many people now celebrate Losoong
privately. The royal prayer Sheylen was one element of Losoong that is no
longer practiced. This prayer specifically pertained to the Chogyal and
government officials in order to guaranteed the proper governing of the
country. The King and officials had to “vow that they [would] administer
and follow rules and regulations according to Guru Rinpoche’s directives,
which have been enshrined in Drema Jong’s law.”177 Although the
Nyingma-pa school practices in other regions throughout the world, the
Sheylen prayer is unique to Sikkim and was not practiced anywhere else.
Finally, Pang Lhabsol is an indigenous Sikkimese festival that has
withstood India’s annexation. Conducted for approximately five days, Pang
Lhabsol begins on the 15th day of the seventh month in the Tibetan
calendar. Pemayangtse monks lead this national prayer, which consists of
masked warrior dances performed by the fittest Sikkimese men and
manifestations of the protective deities, including the main protective deity
Dzo-nga.178 Meant to honor Mount Khangchendzonga, Pang Lhabsol
developed out of the origins of Sikkim. When Guru Rinpoche discovered
this sacred land in 800 BC, he appointed the Khanchendzonga mountain as
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the main protecting deity of all the treasures in the entire country.179 This
mountain and Guru Rinpoche’s appointment of its divinity act as a further
extension of the ongoing preoccupation that Sikkim truly is a sacred land.
When the first Chogyal was enthroned in the first half of the
seventeenth century, the newly established Sikkimese government decided
to pay homage to Khangchendzonga as well as all the other protective
deities of Sikkim.180 Sikkim remembers its heritage through its performance
of annual ceremonies, which were created in honor of Guru Rinpoche and in
practice with the Lotus Born Buddha’s main teaching of offering and aid to
all suffering sentient beings. With the exception of Pang Lhabsol, these
uniquely traditional Sikkimese festivals were last performed during the final
years of independence of the 1960s and 70s. During this time, the American
Queen Hope Cooke revised textbooks in order to identify the Sikkimese as a
distinct race. In these books, she highlighted cultural, ethnical, and political
elements unique to Sikkim, including national symbols and local plants.181
This era of Sikkimese national awareness was the last window highlighting
Sikkimese indigenous traditions.
Tsuklakhang monastery now belongs to a trust dedicated to
promoting and preserving Sikkimese religion. Established in 1982 by the
current Chogyal, Tsuklakhang Trust not only preserves the monastery, but
179
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American Hope Cooke married the Crown Prince of Sikkim, Palden Thondup Namgyal, in
1963 bringing international recognition to the small kingdom of Sikkim. Whilst ruling as Gyalmo
from 1963 until India’s acquisition of Sikkim in 1975, Cooke oversaw anthropological aspects of
the nation, including the supervision of all education. For more about Hope Cooke and her
educational improvements to the region, see B.S Das’ The Sikkim Saga.
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also seeks to expand the number of annual festivals performed on site to
encompass all main Buddhist ceremonies.182 While Pang Lhabsol is one of
the few indigenous Sikkimese ceremonies remaining, many monthly and
quarterly ceremonies, catering to mainstream Buddhism practices, are still
performed. These, however, pay tribute to Buddhist figures prevalent
throughout all sects and schools of Buddhism. The Buddha’s birthday,
White Tara’s birthday, and Guru Rinpoche’s birthday are all still celebrated
at Tsuklakhang and performed on their respective days every Tibetan
month. Currently, there are approximately five main festivals a year, but
hopefully it will increase to about ten in the coming years.183
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Chapter Five
Conclusion

In this honors thesis, I have tried to present a cohesive analysis of the
Tsuklakhang monastic complex. Although Sikkim is no longer an independent
country, this royal monastery endures as a living testament to the old lineage of
Chogyals and the traditionally essential role of the Chogyal within this kingdom.
The present Chogyal of Sikkim, Wangchuk Tenzing Namgyal, has devoted
himself to the reclusive and solitary life of monkhood; however, prior to his
departure, he established the Tsuklakhang Trust, which preserves Tsuklakhang as
well as continues to promote religion in society. Regarding Tsuklakhang’s
restoration project, Her Highness, Princess Hope Leezum Namgyal, was
instrumental in the development of this project through her patronage. Further,
this functioning monastic complex sheds light on the contemporary involvement
of monasteries within Sikkimese culture and society. And finally, Tsuklakhang
enables scholars to locate Sikkim and their religious constructions within the
various regions of Tibetan Buddhism as well as within the global teachings of
Buddhism as a whole. My project serves as an initial discussion of Tsuklakhang
and will hopefully inspire future scholars to look more closely at this remote royal
monastery in the ethereal Himalayas.
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Epilogue

After 48 hours of cramped airplane seats and windingly rough terrain, my
friend and photographer, Xavier Rashid, and I reached our destination—Sikkim.
Gangtok, India lies embedded in the hillside of the Himalayas with rolling
mountains expanding into the distance as far as the eye can see. Lost within the
expanse, visitors feel as if they’ve reached the end of the world. Gangtok seems as
a tucked away paradise.
Honking horns and accelerating cars jerk you back to reality. Cars zipping
around hillside bends and hammers pounding on building foundations destroyed
by a damaging earthquake make up the daily hum of this remote Indian city. The
city sprawls across the hillside with the roads zigzagging from one far end of the
mountain to the other. Walking up a street, one sees old and young alike weighed
down by manual labor. People are climbing steep steps carrying planks of wood,
propane tanks, and large refrigerators on their backs. Entering the main center of
the city, cramped shops litter the town square. Mobile stores, tour trekking
agencies, and camera shops are open for bartering. People, seeking essentials,
meander in and out of these tiny shops. This bustle of everyday life creates a
seemingly organized chaos in the city of Gangtok.
For Xavier and me, this atmosphere became our lives for the next three
weeks whilst visiting this remote Indian state. In addition to graciously
accompanying me on this adventure, Xavier helped inspire the premise of the
project—photographing Tsuklakhang and the contemporary condition of Sikkim
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(Figure 28). Without his help, this trip would not have been possible. He was not
only a comforting travel companion but also instrumental to the success of this
ambitious project. Ever since I was a little kid, I have loved to travel. After
embarking on international trips throughout my childhood and studying abroad
twice while an undergraduate at Syracuse University (SU), I have become
comfortable traveling alone in unknown places. However, India is truly a whole a
new experience, completely diverging from the cultural and social etiquette of
western customs. As a more seasoned traveler than me, Xavier provided constant
support and reassurance whether we were schlepping all our bags through
numerous airports or I was conducting late night interviews with Sikkimese locals
and monks. After planning this trip for months with a substantial amount of effort
and time, I had a strong desire for this comprehensive project to succeed. This
desire led to a certain amount of stress and anticipation throughout the trip. As
expected, complications arose throughout our time in India, from whether we had
an actual place to stay in Gangtok to obtaining access to photograph the
monastery. With a simple cup of tea or a silly anecdote to make me laugh, Rashid
provided a calming influence, which allowed this project to reach its highest
potential. I will forever be grateful for Xavier Rashid and this unique adventure
we shared.
Documenting the largely unknown royal monastery of Tsuklakhang to the
world created a certain amount of difficulties. To begin, arranging all the details
of an entire trip, including buying airline tickets, reserving transportation between
cities, and scheduling interviews, required organization with attention paid to the
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tiniest of details. Upon arriving in Gangtok, the next challenge was to locate
people who could recount the cultural atmosphere of Sikkim as an independent
nation as well as knowledgeable monks who could describe the history and
function of the royal monastery. Finding monks who spoke enough English to
explain the nuances of the iconography in the Buddhist wall murals was
particularly challenging. The majority of individuals in the state spoke
rudimentary English; however, discussing the minute differences between
Buddhist deities and the particular symbols associated with each proved to be a
much more difficult process. Further, photography of the monasteries in Sikkim is
largely prohibited. Signs at the entrance to a monastic complex usually detail the
banning of cameras. At Tsuklakhang, Xavier and I were able to briefly
photograph the exterior buildings of the complex. However, a huge difficulty
arose with regard to obtaining permission to photograph the interiors of the
monastery. I had to request special permission from the Tsuklakhang Trust in
order to photograph extensively the interior wall murals of the monastery. These
interior images are the bulk of my project and therefore were essential to obtain.
After days of negotiation, we were finally able to photograph the murals. Finally,
a complex difficulty arose once back in New York. From the interviews I
conducted while in India, I acquired numerous oral accounts from various
sources. The challenge came in condensing this rich information in a manner that
provided a comprehensive history and real view of the monastery and the state.
The rewards, however, far exceeded the challenges and difficulties I
encountered while completing this ambitious project. I truly enjoyed the various
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encounters I had with the local Sikkimese people. From taxi cab drivers
remarking with astonishment after learning we were from New York to a revered
monk spending hours discussing Pemayangtse’s historic connection to
Tsuklakhang, it was always a pleasure to meet individuals and get a glimpse into
their lives (Figure 29). I will always carry the experiences and lasting memories
from my trip to Sikkim. The life lessons and academic knowledge I learned have
shaped the person I am today. The completion of my project marks an
achievement I doubted possible as a freshman just joining the Renée Crown
Honors department. My Capstone Project reinforced my decision to become an
Art History major at SU, pushed my academic ability in every sense of the word,
taught me the meaning of perseverance, and bolstered my passion and
appreciation for all genres of art. Looking over the rolling peaks of this
Himalayan state from within a hovering helicopter on the day of our departure, a
sense of achievement engulfed me as we left Sikkim and Tsuklakhang. I am proud
of what I accomplished, and I look forward to future academic challenges within
the world of Art History.
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Chapter One Images

Figure 1: Potala Palace, Lhasa, Tibet, 1645, ARTstor.

Figure 2: Great Stupa, Sanchi, India, 275-225 BCE, ARTstor.
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Figure 3: Mandala of Jnanadakini, Sakya Monastery, Tibet, late 14th century, ARTstor.

Figure 4: Samye Monastery, Tibet, 779, ARTstor.
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Figure 5: Potala Palace, Lhasa, Tibet, 1645, ARTstor.

Figure 6: Pemayangtse Monastery, Pelling, Sikkim, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 7: Tsuklakhang Main Temple, Gangtok, Sikkim, 2011, Xavier Rashid.
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Chapter Two Images

Figure 8: Greater Area of Gangtok, Sikkim, 2011, Xavier Rashid.

Figure 9: Site Diagram of Tsuklakhang Monastic Complex, Gangtok, Sikkim, 2012, Sam Zarinsky.
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Figure 10: Gangtok, Sikkim, 2012, Xavier Rashid.

Figure 11: First Floor Interior of Tsuklakhang, Gangtok, Sikkim, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 12: Tsuklakhang Monastery and Flag, Gangtok, Sikkim, 2011, Xavier Rashid.

Chapter Three Images
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Figure 13: Protective Indra with Auspicious Symbols, Ground Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 14: White Tara, Ground Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 15: Marici, Ground Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 16: Vaishravana Riding a Snow-Lion, Ground Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 17: Guru Rinpoche, Ground Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 18: Red Mahakala, Ground Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 19: Birth of Buddha, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 20: Fasting Before the Creation of Buddhism, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 21: Defeating Mara, Achieving Enlightenment, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 22: Great Guardian Kings Presenting Alms Bowls, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 23: The Death of Buddha, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 24: The Precious Elephant, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 25: Enlightened Buddha with Alms Bowl, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Figure 26: Descending from Thirty-Three Heaven, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.

81

Figure 27: Infinity Buddha, First Floor of Tsuklakhang, 2012, Xavier Rashid.
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Epilogue Images

Figure 28: Xavier Rashid in Tsuklakhang Monastery, Gangtok, Sikkim, 2012, Katharine James.

Figure 29: Yapo Yongda and Katharine James, Pemayangtse Monastery, Pelling, Sikkim, 2012,
Xavier Rashid.
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Summary of Capstone Project

The former nation of Sikkim, now an Indian state, nestles in a remote
corner of the Himalayas. The indigenous name of “Beyul Drema Jong,” meaning
hidden country full of treasures, fruits, flowers, and medicinal plants, reinforces
the isolated and sacred nature of this land. Sikkim’s heritage and national identity
survives through its rich amalgam of cultural legends, oral histories, and surviving
architecture. I became particularly interested in this region when I spent the
summer of 2010 working for the Library of Congress in the Prints and
Photographs division. My internship involved organizing and digitizing the
unique images of Sikkim taken by psychiatrist and photographer Dr. Alice S.
Kandell in the 1960s and 70s and recently donated to the Library of Congress.
The pictures captured the revered Mount Khangchendzonga (Kanchenjunga), the
bright colored facades of its Buddhist monasteries, and the powerful movements
of a traditional masked dancer.
My work at the Library of Congress ultimately inspired my Honors
Capstone Project, which focuses on the royal monastery of Tsuklakhang, a
surviving Buddhist jewel, in Sikkim. In my project, I locate this unique
architectural complex within the broader realm of Buddhism while paying close
attention to regional Lamaist influences. I was able to travel to Sikkim for three
weeks, from December 19, 2011 to January 9, 2012, with generous funding of the
Renée Crown Honors program’s Wise-Marcus Award. While there, I documented
contemporary Sikkimese culture and traditions.
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The royal monastery of Tsuklakhang is situated on a Himalayan peak
above Gangtok, the bustling capital city of Sikkim. A complete restoration
project, conducted by the Tibet Heritage Fund, of the inner wall murals of
Tsuklakhang began in March 2011 and is still in progress. While in Gangtok, the
London-based photographer, Xavier Rashid, and I photographed and documented
not only the restoration project, but also the complex functions of the royal
monastery and their impact on contemporary Sikkimese culture. To this end, my
thesis discusses multiple aspects of Tsuklakhang, focusing on monastic structure,
symbolic wall murals, and Buddhist and indigenous festivals. I analyze the
various buildings of the Tsuklakhang complex, highlighting the Buddhist balance
between construction and its sacred beauty within the surrounding environment of
nature. The main portion of my project addresses the Tibetan Buddhist
iconography and symbols in wall murals painted on the interior walls at the
ground and first floor levels. Finally, I examine how annual Buddhist festivals and
ceremonies are part and parcel of the culture of the complex and what
significance they bare for a Sikkimese identity.
Due to the remoteness of this monastery, Tsuklakhang has largely
remained undocumented within western society. Historical accounts of the
political and cultural history of Sikkim are relatively common. However, specific
publications on Tsuklakhang, or more generally about Sikkimese monasteries, are
scarce. This gap of written history furthers the importance of my project, which
documents the art and history of this unique monastery. Further, the Tsuklakhang
Trust, which is in charge of preserving the monastery and promoting religion in
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Sikkim, prohibits photography of not only the complex, but also the newly
restored interior paintings of Tsuklakhang. I was able to obtain special permission
allowing me to photograph the entirety of this monastery. The photographs in my
project, produced by Xavier Rashid, are the first to extensively document the
Buddhist art present in Tsuklakhang.
Prior to my departure to India, I researched the region and its political and
cultural history as well as Buddhism and its monastic traditions of art and
architecture. I also developed an annotated bibliography and working introduction
for my project. While in Sikkim, I conducted numerous interviews with
Sikkimese officials, Tibetan lamas in monastic training, and highly revered monks
who were previously involved with the governmental operations of the country.
My photographer, Xavier Rashid, who accompanied me on this trip extensively
photographed the Tsuklakhang monastic complex as well as the interior wall
paintings. He shot digital and film with multiple lenses throughout the entire trip.
To further bolster my project, we traveled to western Sikkim, specifically to
Pelling, to visit the oldest surviving monastery of Pemayangtse. I comparatively
studied Pemayangtse in order to locate Tsuklakhang in relation to the history and
construction of Sikkimese monasteries as well as within Tibetan Buddhism and its
architecture. To further analyze the contemporary complex of Tsuklakhang, I
created detailed site diagrams of both monastic locations in Sikkim. Finally, upon
returning to Syracuse, I consulted with various professors and scholars to aid in
my identification and discussion of specific deities and icons depicted in the
interior wall murals of Tsuklakhang discussed extensively throughout my project.
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My final project consists of a carefully selected group of fifteen images
from my trip. For each image selected, a detailed essay, narrowly explaining the
significance of the photograph in relation to Tsuklakhang and Buddhist art,
iconography, and Sikkimese history, accompanies it. An introduction, explaining
some of the fundamentals of Buddhism, specifically Tibetan Buddhism and
Lamaism (the official state religion of Sikkim), provides initial information in
order to fully appreciate and understand the subsequent fifteen images discussed
later in my project. As stated earlier, my project also discusses the architecture of
the monastic complex and its evolution as well as the contemporary identity of
Sikkim through an analysis of the annual Buddhist festivals. Additionally, my
project includes a works cited section, footnotes, and reference images.
In my project, I tried to present a cohesive analysis of the Tsuklakhang
monastic complex. This royal monastery endures as a living testament of the
previously independent kingdom of Sikkim. This monastic complex sheds light
on the heritage of the country and its lineage of Chogyals, or Kings, as well as on
the contemporary involvement of Tsuklakhang within Sikkimese culture and
society. This monastery ultimately enables scholars to locate Sikkim and their
religious constructions within the global teachings of Buddhism.

